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What styles of action do boys learn to use in

tackling work problems? How are these different from what girls do?
What particular coping styles are preferred in different cultures?
What differences are there between working class and upper-middle
class in their dominant coping styles? Such choices of strategies in
dealing with tasks are related to school achievement, vocational

aspirations,

and kinds of satisfactions young people seek in their

work. By combining such measures of motivation and behavior style
with measures of aptitude, better understanding and better prediction
of individual achievement is sought. The study also seeks information
about how children are influenced by family experiences in the
development of their coping styles. This paper offers preliminary
findings from a cross-national study of school children from 8
countries. This work is the basis for an experiment now under way in
the Research and Development Center for Teacher Education to test
ways of training teachers to improve the coping effectiveness of

their pupils.

(Author)




'
N~
N
(oo
wn
o
Q
vy
0o
N
N\
Q
Q
th

"PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
RIGHTED MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRACP?TPEYD

8y

David A. Wilson

TO ERIC AND ORGANIZATIONS OPERA
UNDER AGREEMENTS WITH THE US OFTFIITZE
OF EDUCATION FURTHER REPRDOUICTION
OUTSIDE THE ERIC SYSTEM REQUIRES PER.
MISSION OF THE COPYRIG HT OWNER *

HOW STUDENTS COLE WITH WORK PRORLEMS
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INATING IT. POINTS OF VIEW 0OA OPIN-
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A study 18 wow iu progress, in clght countries, to determine how

children learn to cope with wvork tasks, in aud out of achool. There

are tvo kinds of '"how?'" questious iu this rescarch.

The first is, what

are the styles of actiou that Loys lcarn to use in tackling problems,

different from what givls learn to douj what ave the particular coping

styles preforied In different culturces; oand what are the differences

between workiug clans wnd uppexr-middle clags in theiyr domlnant coping

styleot

such choice of strategles in dcaling with tasks io also being -

related to school achicvement, to vocational aspirations, and to the

kinds of satisfactions young pcople gscck in thelr work,

Dy combining

such measures of motivaiion and behavior style with measures of aptitude |

better insight and better prediction of individual achlievement is being

0
sAught,

By iuterviewing the parents of 107% of the 800 children in cach

s no,
national sample, the study also sccks information about the second "how?'™:

W Paper presentod at the Amerlcean Vocational Agsociation Annual
Mecting, Cleveland, Ohio, December 6-3, 1907,

wie 'the rescarch cited was carviced out under the auspicos of the
pivision of Couprcheusive aud Vocational Education Rescarch, U. S, Office
of Lducation, Contract UL 5-85-0063, Vroject 5-0122, Coping Styles and

Achievement:

A Crosg~Netional Study of School Children.
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how children arve iufluenced by faully experlences in the development of
their coping styles.

lhis research was cooperatively planned, and is currently being
carvied out, by leading behavioval scientlsts in Brazil, Eugland,
Germany, Italy, Japau, llexico, the U. 5. (at the University of Texas,
and ot the University of .Chicapo), and Yagoslavia. 1n the U. S.,
samples of Nepro, Latin-dmerican and Auglo-American children are being
studicd.  These countiics wexe chosen g0 as to inciude those vhose
cconomic development !J'J'.ln:(.‘. 1945 has been wost wotable, while covering
a range crom still-developing to highly developed industrialization.
The hope, oF cousse, 15 to Find out hew the people in "successful™
socletica achicve thein succesy.

Tue cross=natlonal character of the study is dictated by another
considevation:  the aluost certain likelihood that there ave several
differcae ways to cope successfully with achicvement tasks, Auy one
soclety probabiy tends to Lavor one or two coping styles; but the style
preferred in another gociety may "work" just as well, and may also ful-
111 sowe other fwportant human nceds. Such resecarch Lg important to
MAmerica, not ounly in order to be more perceptive about the aspiratious
and achicvement patterns of other natious, and oi wminority groups in the
Uo S.y it 18 Just og important, Lo opeit our eyes to the total pamut of
needy aud the total arvay of copiug styles which may need to bo
encouraged 1L all our people are to achleve maximum self-fulfillment
aud maximum vocatlonal cifectivencsa.

The datnsfrom the fivst two yecaru of testing and interviewlng are
Just beiug analy:zed. Some preliminory findings can be cited, however,
to 11lustrate some of the gpeclfic ideas behind the study, and some of

the interesting findings which ore beginning to emerge.
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For instance, oue ingtrument is the forced-choice occupational
values questionnalre. It asks the young person what satisfactions he
would mainly seck in a Job. Data awe available for a comparison of
children in lMoxico and the U. $. (%exaa). Taere are very significaut
differences, but not iu the divectioa that the investigators cxpected.
It 18 the Mexlcans who x;:out greatly desire success and accomplishwent,
intellectual stimulation and creativity. It is not so surprising that
they algo scck prestipe. The Awerlcan syndrome, by contrast, cmphasiscs
desires for sccurlty, for cconowmic returns, for pleasant work agssociates,
pleasaunt woill survoundings, und varicty in the work. It ig the Mexican
childicen vho show the strougest dxive for achicvement. The Americans,
perhiops because they eee children of affluence, appcar much wore hedo-
nigtic, and wuch wore inclined to gettle for a safce, comfortable job
than dewand opportunity {or moximum accomplishment. ‘they geem lesa
concerned about what they achieve through thelr cfforts than what
rewards they get.  If this should happen to be an accurate foreshadow-
ing of the futurec, there may be some danger that Amerlcan progress will
falter for lack of the drive for excellence that brought us go far. 1t
io all the more significant, perhaps, because there are extremely few
diffcrences between mlddle class and working class youth in these
attitudes.

On the 1gsue of cuplng styles, there arce some regults from a pilot
gtudy comparing the U. &S, with Mexico and Brazil, using an cxperimental
Story Completion instrument. 1un this pilot study, a rating gystem waa
used to deaeribe the children's style of response to ten different prob-

lem osituations. Tive aspects of coping behavior were scored, plus cn
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overall cevaluation of the coping effectiveness of the respounse to the
problem. The scales were defined as follows:

1. Copiae va, Honcopling

Coping: tLhe story represontyg a reasonable cffoxrt to solve the problem
whether or vt uhe actual outcome Ls a guccessiul one.
Noncoping: ecither there is no efiort to solve the problem, or the
attempt is an uawcallstic ov ineflectual one.
o

<o Active vs, Pasnive

1his diwewsion Lo scored on the basis of the behavior of the stimulus
person. I{ the gtimulus pevecon Ls the initiator of the cetioa, the
behavicer io consldered active. If, on the other hand, gome one other
than the gtimulus persou inltiateo the actions In the story, the behavior
of the stinnlus person is seoved passive.

3. Direci va, Indiyeot

LE the stimulus person trices to get someone clse to solve the problem
for him, this would be gcored indirvect., TI{ he inltiates the actlon,
vhich 1g a dirvect attowpt to golve the problem himself, it is scored
dircct. ‘lhus, a story wmay be gcored "active and divect", or "active
and indlrect" but never "passive and direct'. Storics may, of course,
be scored '"neutral" ou thlyg scale In various cowblunations with other
scales.,
4. Posltive va, Nepatlve Affect

Thin dinengion refers to the cwotionality of the stimulug person.  The
expression of any positive affect guch ag joy, satistactlon, happiness,
and the degree of such expression, are scoved accordingly. Negative
aflecet, dincluding anger, dislike, fcar, are also gcored according to

the degree of expression. 'this is the only dimension which can be
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geored by inference from the behavior of the stimulus person. If, for
cxample, the behavior of the stimulus person is considered to be hostile,
although there is no overt expression of hostile words, a score on the
nepgative cud ot the scale s asalipned.

. Instrumental va. Expreasive

The question asked here is: doces the stimnlus person take action,
whether rational or not; or docs he primarily emote, or describe his
ideas and feelings wizhout puttineg them into action.

0. Possitive va. Dlenitive Gulcone

A posltlve outcome Is a successful resolution of the problem whether it
is a vealistic solution or a wishful, fontasized solution., A negative
outione iy where the problem xemaing unresolved or the consequeunces arve
clearly undesivable or unhappy for the sti.uvlus pergon.

In cach particlpating country, forty protocols were selceted from
the total sample tegted, cqually divided as to age, gex, and socio-
cconowic level. The {inal selection contained five males and five
females in the 10 year old, upper lower class yroup, five males and
five females in the 14 ycar old upper lower group; and 30 on. ‘The
protocols were iudependently scored by three judges in each country with
acceptable reliability,

Ou the coping scale, four of the ten problem-stories showed
sipniricant difflerences anmong countries; six, did not. Where there
were differeuces, the U. S, children scored highest on three of the
four problems, with the Mexicans uext, and the Braziliang rxelatively
Lowest.

Ihig pattern is curious (to an American mind) because activity,

which is widely agssumed to be a peculiarly American trait, was actueily
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highest in Brazil, in {ive stories, though highest in the U, 8. In four
other storics. Apparceutly activity, by itself, is not sufficient to
define cffective coping behavior. Indeed, although the Mexican
children were wost passive on all uniune otorics, they were mnot judged
inferior in coping effcctivenesa.  Their passive gtyle of coping worked
Just as effectively as the active American style, in most problems, and
more clicctively than the active Brazilian style, in some situations.

In somewhat the sawe vein the children from Sao laulo, Brazil,
scorced highest for discetuess of action in all sizx of the ten stories
vhere there were signiticant uwational differcuces. Contrary to
equcL#tion, the U. 5. children, not the Mexicans, were most indirect
in Louf of these ol storvico.

The affect scale showed inter-country differences in seven storics.
Of these, Brazil expressed the most positive affect in gix stories,
whiln the Mexican children showed the least positive affect in five
gtorlicuy.

lngtrumental behavior was significantly differcut on four of the
ten problems. In cach case, the U, S. was most instrumental; the
Mexicang, most cxprcwgive. The Brazilians closely rescmbled the
Americang.

As to story outcome, oix stories differentiated the national
gamplea. Bracil was highest on {ive of the oix, with Mexico lowest on
four aud the U, S. lowest on Lwo storica.

To gum up, when the children respond to these problem stories,

(which wve cannot yet say is the same us their typical pattern of actual

behavior),on certain kinds of problems there does tend to be a distinc-

tive pattern of coping behavior which ig different for cach country.
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The Brazllian pattern is to be rigovously active, dircct, positive in
attitude, quite highly inutrumental in action and optimistic about the
outcoma. This all gounds very positive; and, indeed, in six of the ten
problem gituations it secws to work as well as other styles. Yet, in
the four problems that showed national diffcrences in coping effective-
ness, the Brazilians faved poovest. Lhis head-on personal attack on
problems may overlook some counsiderations cssential to guccess, or thelr
optimistic approach may be unrcalistic in some way; or these six scales
may wot exhaust all the factors that determlue cffective coping (which
1s likely). In any case, the Brazilion children from Suo Paulo show

a distinctively lively, active kind of coping behavior. :

The liexicans, by coutrast, show a much morec passive, cxpressive,
relatively less happy, somewhat peasimlatic approach to these problems,
Yot taey actually cope as well with the problem:s as the children of
Brazil or the U. 5., on the whole, and better than the Brazilians wherc
Lthere 10 a meaningful difference.

The Awerican children are active initiators, but they favolve
other pcople in the solution of problems (indirect). They tend to
behave instrumentally rather than expressively, when there 1is any
material difference, but they fecl only moderately positive about their
cfforts and about the expected outcome. Nonetheless, they show the
mogt cffective coping bLehavior, overall, on the four problems that
produced national diffevences.

Perhapa the most iwportant implicatlon, though, stems from the
fact that en 8ix of the ten problems there were no signlficant national
differences in coping cffectiveness, although the styles of coping

behavior were quite different in cach country, If the data from the
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main study confirms this pilot analysis, it will clearly refute any
simplistic stercotype that there is only one best way to tackle
problems. Within the American scene, alone, we may have been trying to
force children into a single coping style, to the detrliment of some
whose natural gtyle is different but may be equally cffective. As the
Mexican childien illustr;te, a passive, cven pessimistic approach does
not prevent the effective solution of problems. Indeed, although the
American stercotype calls for a highly independent, autonomous, enthu-
slastic attack, this iy not recally the woy most of these American child-
ren went about {t.  1They were much more temporal in attitude, invoked
other people to help, and they were by no means highly «ptimigtic about
outcomes; yet they dealt effectively with the problewms--as much, or more
than the children of the other countrics.

Thus, for what it is worth, a few early rcturns from this study
suggeat a pluralistic conception of achievement behavior which recognizes
that there are quite different, altermative ways to deal with problems,
all of which may be workable. Parents, teachcrs and employers can use
detailed information which will help them apply this principle to

individual children and workers.




